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[57] ABSTRACT 

A Subject-specific Information Retrieval and Viewing Sys- 
tem (SIRViS) enables multiple users of a local computer 
system to access information stored remotely on a wide area 
network. The SIRViS is designed to retrieve and display to 
a user information relating to a particular, predefined subject 
area. The SIRViS includes a graphical user interface includ- 
ing a control panel and a content viewer. The control panel 
enables each local user to define a unique set of search rules 
for locating information on the particular subject area stored 
in one or more remote databases across the network. The 
control panel provides each set of search rules to a search 
agent, which accesses content in the remote databases 
according to the search and stores the information in a local 
database, including maintaining the overall structure in 
which the data was stored in the remote database and 
associating retrieved information with particular sets of 
search rules. Any of the local users can use the content 
viewer to access and display information stored in the local 
database relating to the particular subject area and to that 
particular user. The local processing system may include 
multiple SIRViS, each of which is customized to retrieve and 
display information in a different subject area. 

33 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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AGENT-BASED ON-LINE INFORMATION 
RETRIEVAL AND VIEWING SYSTEM 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention pertains to the field of computer 
networking. More particularly, the present invention relates 
to techniques for retrieving and viewing information on a 
wide area network. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

A number of technologies are currently available to allow 
consumers to access information stored remotely on net- 
works such as the Internet, corporate intranets, etc. 
Browsers, for example, are a well-known class of software 
applications which enable computer users to download 
hypertext pages and other types of data from the World Wide 
Web and other remote sources. Another, more recently 
developed information access technology is commonly 
referred to as "push" technology. With push technology, a 
remote server generally gathers information on various 
topics from remote databases, packages the information into 
subject groupings called "channels", and automatically 
downloads selected channels to the user's computer. The 
user does not need to search for or request the information. 
The retrieved information may be automatically stored 
locally on the user's computer, such that the user can browse 
the information off-line at a time of his own choosing. 

While information access technology has made signifi- 
cant advances, conventional information access tools have 
several problems, which prevent consumers from obtaining 
the full benefit of on-line information. One problem is the 
speed at which remotely stored information can be delivered 
to a user. Although the achievable data rates are generally 
increasing, very high speed data connections, such as Tl 
lines and the luce, tend to be too expensive for individual 
consumers to afford and therefore tend to be limited mainly 
to commercial uses. Further, steadily increasing delays due 
to increased network usage contribute to the speed problem. 

Push technology and local caching may be partial solu- 
tions to the speed issue. However, these solutions do not 
address a second problem, which is organization. In 
particular, conventional technologies, such as browsers and 
push technology, generally are focused on presentation 
rather than organization. Consequently, these technologies 
often do not provide information to a user in such a manner 
that it can be easily assimilated. This problem of organiza- 
tion is analogous to the notion of clipping articles out of a 
newspaper. Over time, a person may find a large number of 
newspaper articles interesting and therefore clip them out for 
future use. However, if the person ever wanted to see, for 
example, all of the articles from a particular newspaper, by 
a particular writer, and written in a particular month, he 
might find it difficult to sort through all of the accumulated 
articles. Essentially the same problem exists with regard to 
on-line information retrieved using conventional tools, such 
as Web browsers and push technology. Web pages, for 
example, have traditionally been designed to be pleasing in 
appearance, but not necessarily the most effective means of 
conveying large volumes of information to a user. Push 
technologies provide some improvement in organization by 
using channels or the like, but generally do not provide a 
user-friendly way for a person to access large volumes of 
stored information in the event that he wishes to archive the 
information for later use. 

Hence, it is desirable to provide a technology for access- 
ing information stored remotely on a network, such as the 
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Internet, which overcomes the above noted disadvantages of 
conventional information access technologies. In particular, 
what is needed is an information access technology which 
provides a user with improved speed of access and improved 
5 organization of the delivered information. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention includes a method of providing 
multiple local users with information stored remotely on a 

10 network. For each of the local users, a unique set of search 
criteria is generated relating to a single, predefined subject. 
Information relating to only the predefined subject is 
retrieved from a database on the network based on each set 
of search criteria, and the retrieved information is stored in 

15 a local database accessible to the local users. In particular 
embodiments, the present invention may include a user 
interface which enables each of the local users to access, 
from the local database, the information on the predefined 
subject and associated with the corresponding set of search 

20 criteria. Also, in particular embodiments the information is 
stored in the remote database according to a particular 
structure, and the search agent stores the information in the 
local database according to the same structure. Other fea- 
tures of the present invention will be apparent from the 

25 accompanying drawings and from the detailed description 
which follows. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

3Q The present invention is illustrated by way of example 
and not limitation in the figures of the accompanying 
drawings, in which like references indicate similar elements 
and in which: 

FIG. 1 illustrates a client computer system connected to a 
35 number of remote server computer systems on the Internet. 
FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an exemplary 
architecture for any of the computer systems of FIG. 1. 

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a subject-specific 
information retrieval and viewing system (SIRViS). 
40 FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating certain functions of 
a SIRViS in greater detail. 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating a local computer 
system including a number of SIRViS. 
45 FIG. 6 is a block diagram illustrating a SIRViS including 
a reporting unit and an update unit. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

An agent based on-line information retrieval and viewing 
50 system is described. In the following description, for pur- 
poses of explanation, numerous specific details are set forth 
in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present 
invention. It will be evident to one skilled in the art, 
however, that the present invention may be practiced with- 
55 out these specific details. In other instances, well-known 
structures and devices are shown in block diagram or other 
symbolic form in order to facilitate description of the present 
invention. 

The present invention pertains to^ tecfinique for enabling' 
60 [multiple users of a local computer system to retrieve infor- 
mation stored in one or more remo te sery ers^ona-network.. 
such as on the Internet.} As will be described, the present 
^inventionincludes-a-Subject-specific Information Retrieval 
and Viewing System (SIRViS), which enables multiple users 
65 of a local computer system to access information stored 
remotely on the network. The SIRViS is designed to retrieve 
and display information relating only to a particular, pre- 
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^defined subject area, in a marmejry^isj^ailor^^e^c^f^ portable storage medium, such as a magnetic disk or tape, a 
Vmultiple local users. ThelSIRViS generally includes a magneto-optical (MO) storage device, or any of various 
iraghica l user interfa cejjGXJI) ind a search agent. A control types of optical storage media, such as Digital Versatile Disk 
panelj^po^ (DVD) or compact disk ROM (CD-ROM), 

^define his own unique set of search rules for locating 5 Which particular SIRViSs are loaded into the client sys- 

pinformation on the particular subject area stored-in one-or-/ tem 1 depend son which to pics iniejreAUi^users.of.the_client 

\ more remote databases on the network. The control panel system l._The users* interests~may be determined in any of ) 
^-provides- each-set-oLsearch-rules to-the-search agent. The rvariouTways, a discussion-of-which-is-nor-necessary-'for 
search agent then automatically accesses content in the purposes-of "practicing the present invention. After each 
remote databases according to the search and ^to res~the; ) 30 SIRViS is loaded into the client system 1, each SIRViS 
^infc^maSon in a "locaPdatabase^ The search agent may independently executes on the client system 1 to provide the 
retrieve" mTMofmation periodically or at specified days or local users with access to information stored on the content 
times, for example. Using a content viewer component of severs 2 > in a manner which will be described, 
the GUI, each local user can access information stored in the Note that each of the computer systems shown in FIG. 1 
local database relating to the particular subject area and 15 may represent a number of interconnected computer sys- 
corresponding to his own set of search rules. The local terns. For example, although the IAS server 4 is shown as a 
storage of retrieved information improves the overall speed single computer system, it may actually comprise multiple 
of access perceived by the user. computer systems, which may be connected to each other on 

In contrast with conventional information access a local area network (LAN) coupled to the Internet 3, or 
techniques, such as Web browsers and push technology, the 20 which may be geographically separated and connected to the 
search agent stores information in the local database using Internet 3 at different locations. Similarly, the client system 
the same organizational structure in which the information 1 or anv of the servers 2 ma y ^present multiple 

was stored in the remote database. This structure is selected computer systems connected to each other on a LAN, 
in advance to be suitable for effectively conveying informa- corporate intranet, or the like. 

tion on the predefined subject area to a user in a format that 25 FIG. 2 illustrates, in block diagram form, a computer 
can be easily assimilated. The present invention is not system architecture that is representative of any of the 
limited to use with any particular type of data structure. computer systems shown in FIG. 1. The system shown in 
However, the designer of a given SIRViS will have knowl- FIG. 2 represents a conventional personal computer (PC), 
edge of the data structure used in the appropriate remote Note, however, that many other architectures and types of 
databases and will design the search agent and the content 30 systems may be employed without departing from the scope 
viewer to be compatible with this structure. Thus, the of the present invention. Any of the computer systems 
maintenance of the structure of the retrieved information and represented in FIG. 1 may be a less conventional type of 
the subject-specific nature of the SIRViS improve the orga- computer system. For example, the client system 1 may be 
nization of information delivered to the user, in comparison a "set-top box" type of processing system that uses a 
to traditional techniques. 35 standard television set as a display device. 

FIG. 1 illustrates a network configuration in which the The computer system of FIG. 2 includes a central pro- 
present invention can be employed. In FIG. 1, a client cessing unit (CPU) 10, random access memory (RAM) 11, 
computer system 1 is connected to one or more remote read-only memory (ROM) 12, each connected to a bus 
server computer systems ^conten^s ervers^Q ^Ib^th^InteTO system 18. The bus system 18 in FIG. 2 may represent one 
TneT3l The client system 1 may have multiple users who wish 40 or more buses connected to each other through various 
to access, from time to time, information stored in databases bridges, controllers and/or adapters, such as are well-known 
on the content servers 2 relating to various topics, such as in the art. For example, the bus system 18 may include a 
news, cooking, weather, sports, etc. Accordingly, one or system bus which connects CPU 10 to RAM 11 and which 
more SIRViS operating in the client system 1 allow the users is connected through an adapter to one or more expansion 
to access that information. In the description which follows, 45 buses, such as a Peripheral Component Interconnect (PCI) 
it is generally assumed that a SIRViS is embodied as bus. Also coupled to the bus system 18 are a mass storage 
rapplicatio^o^ device 13, a keyboard 14, a pointing device 15, a data 

system 1. NoteThowever, thafa SIRViS and any component communication device 16, and a display device 17. 
thereof can alternatively be embodied in hardware or in a The pointing device 15 may be any suitable device for 
combination of hardware and software. 50 enabling a user to position a cursor or pointer on the display 

Associated with the present invention is a proprietary, device 17, such as a mouse, trackball, touchpad, stylus with 
subscription information access service (IAS). The IAS light pen, or the like. The display device 17 may be any 
creates and maintains multiple SIRViSs, each custom- suitable device for displaying alphanumeric, graphical and/ 
designed to retrieve and display information on a specific or video data to a user, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), a 
subject. Each SIRViS maintains knowledge of the locations 55 liquid crystal display (LCD), or the like. Mass storage 
of one or more particular databases on its associated subject device 17 may be any suitable device for storing large 
in one or more particular content servers 2. A user of the volumes of data, such as a magnetic disk or tape, an MO 
client system 1 subscribes to the IAS to receive at least one storage device, or any of various typesofoptical storage^ 
SIRViS for accessing information on the remote content media, such as DVD, CD-ROM, etc. [Data communication 
servers 2. Accordingly, the IAS maintains one or more server 60 *device~19"TfTay"be-any"device suitable for or enabling the 
computer systems ("IAS server") 4 connected to the Inter- £:omputer system to communicate data with a remote com- \ 
net. One or more appropriate SIRViS can be downloaded to <puter system over communicationMmk 5, sUch-as^cbnven- 
the client system 1 from the IAS server 4 via the Internet 3. qional telephone.xnodem, a cable television modem, an 
The client system 1 may also have a direct (e.g., dial-up) rlntcgrated Services Digital Network (ISDN) adapter, a Digi- 
connection to the IAS server 4, through which a SIRViS can 65^tal Subscriber Line (xDSL) adapter, or the like. ^ — - — — 
be downloaded to the client system 1. Alternatively, one or The elements shown in"FIGr2 perfo rnr their conventional 
more SIRViS can be loaded into the client system 1 from a functions known in the art. In particular, mass storage 13 is 
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reside in one of the remote content servers 2. In that case, 
communication between the search agent 25 and the GUI 24, 
may take place over the Internet__3. ■ 



used to provide non-volatile storage of software instructions 
and data, whereas RAM 11 is a system memory for provid- 
ing temporary storage of the data and the software instruc- 
tions when executed by the CPU 10. Software instructions' N ^Th^l6cal^datab"a&T'30~isna stniclurecTdatabase (e.g., 

for implementing the SIRViS and other aspects of the 5 relational, object oriented, etc.), which allows structured, 

present invention may be downloaded to mass storage field-based queries, such as in a structured query language 

device 13 and/or RAM 11 from a remote server via the (SQL) database (as opposed to text searches). The local 

network connection 5. v database 30 may be located within the client system 1, as 

FIG. 3 illustrates an embodiment of the SIRViS of the shown in FIG. 3, although that is not necessarily the case, 

present invention. As noted, the SIRViS may be embodied as 10 However, the local database 30 is much "closer" to the client 

software executing on the client system 1. Hence, in FIG. 3, system 1 in terms of data access time than are the remote 

SIRViS 22 is shown as stored within a memory 20 in the databases 34. The local database 30 may be stored in a mass 

client system 1. Memory 20 may represent RAM 11 or mass storage device, such as mass storage device 13 in FIG. 2. 
storage device 13 in FIG. 3, for example, or a combination when a user wishes to view the retrieved data for the 

of those elements. Note that while various functions are 15 defined subject area, the user invokes the content viewer 27, 

attributed in this description to the SIRViS and its which accesses the information from the local database 30 

components, in the case of a software embodiment, it is* anc j displays it to the user. The content viewer 27 provides 

actually the execution by a processor (e.g., CPU 10) off/ a conventional windows-based environment to interact with 

software instructions representing the SIRViS and its corny/ t he user. In certain embodiments, the content viewer 27 may 

ponents which causes the described functions to occur, j) 20 provide an environment in which the user identifies himself 

The SIRViS 22 includes a GUI 24 and a search agent 25 or is automatically identified by the client system 1, and the 

configured to cooperate with each other. The GUI 24 user, from the point of identification, is presented with, or is 

includes a control panel component 2 6 and a content v iewer only allowed access to, content collected based on his or her 

componen.t_27_.jrhe control panel_ 26jdlows each user of the~~7 own set of search rules for the given subject area, 
["client system 1 to create his own unique set of 2 * 5 Hence, each SIRViS 22 is custom designed to retrieve and 

I configurations, or search rules , which_,a!_e^_stgj_gd__within _the_J display to a user information relating to a particular subject 

{^client system 1. Tims, each member of a family having a area< Accordingly, the control panel 26, agent 25, and 

fiome'PC,~for example, can define his or her own set of content viewer 27 are specifically designed to access a 

search rules for accessing information on a particular subject specific class of information stored according to a particular, 

area. The control panel 26 may also provide various other predefined structure. Specifically the control panel 26 is 

functions for allowing a user to control and maintain the custom designed to enable multiple users to each specify 

SIRViS 22. The control panel 26 interacts with users via their own set of search rules for the particular subject area, 

dialog boxes and other features associated with conventional The agent 25 is designed to use these sets of search rules to 

windows-based environments. These features may be ^ retrieve a specific type of information from the predefined 

manipulated by the user using well-known techniques, such remote databases 34 and to store that information in the local 

as the manual positioning of a pointer or cursor on a display database 30 using the same data structure in which the data 
device using a mouse, trackball, touchpad, or other pointing stored in the remote databases 34. The agent 25 therefore 

device. maintains knowledge of which remote databases to search. 

In alternative embodiments, search rules may not be ^ Such knowledge may be in the form of a simple stored list 
specified explicitly by a user. Instead, search rules may be of paths to one or more data files. The content viewer 27 is 
generated automatically based on observations of the users's designed to have knowledge of this data structure and to 
actions, such as which types of on-line information the user retrieve the information from the local database 30 accord- 
accesses most frequently. In that case, such observation ingly. The content viewer 27 is further designed to retrieve 
and/or rule generation functions may be performed by the 45 stored information associated with a particular user (i.e., 
control panel 26, by a dedicated rule generation component information retrieved using a particular set of search rules), 
within the SIRViS, or by an entity separate from the SIRViS Referring now to FIG. 4, when a user invokes the SIRViS 
22. 22 for the first time after it is loaded into the client system 

The-search,agent.25,is,a_search_eng ine which sep arately 1, the user accesses the control panel 26 to define his set of 

\uses each set of search rules to access information on a~Jo> search rules for the relevant subject area. The control panel t 
[predefined subject area in one or more remote databases 34. "H26, therefore, maintains a dataset 40 containing the search ( 

(The remote databases 34 are stored in one or more of the rules for all of the authorized users of the client system 1. j 

/remote content servers 2 (see FIG. 1). The search agent~25 The agent 25 accesses the dataset 40, selects the set of rules 

^may-access _ the-remote databases-34 at^reg^l c ar J _predefined for a particular user, retrieves information from the remote 

55 database 34, and stores the information within the local 



mtervals_or_at_prej_specified^ days or times. The agent 25 
^stores the retrieved information in a locaFdatabase 30~In 



database 30, including associating the retrieved information 

doing^o, the search agenT25 creates a!Tassociation~in tne with a particular user (or set of search rules). In one 

local database 30 between stored groups of information and embodiment, the agent 25 searches the remote database 34 

the corresponding set of search rules used to retrieve the on behalf of one or more users regardless of whether the 

groups of information, thereby associating information with 60 client system 1 is currently in use by any user; hence, 

particular-users.^ — -n. searches are generally performed automatically. Searches 

pThTs^h^agenris~g^raU^de^bed herein as residing^ may be performed periodically or at specified days or times, 

on the client system 1. Note, however, that in alternative \ \ However, it is also contemplated that the agent 25 may 

'embodiments ofjhe present_inyention__the search agent25_j \ initiate a search of the remote databases 34 directly in 

may_be_Jocated i^motejy Jxom the client system 1 and/ or 65 response to a user request. 

separate from the GJJj_24.^F6rexample7Ttie search~agenT25 j The client system 1 may include more than one SIRViS, 

^might-be local^toli Telnote database 34 and therefore might each of which relates to a different subject area. Thus, as 



u 
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shown in FIG. 5, the client system 1 may include a number 
of individual SIRViSs, 22-1, 22-2, . . . , 22-N, each of which 
relates to a particular subject area. Each of the SIRViSs 22-1 
through 22-N is configured to access data from a particular 
group of remote databases 34-1, 34-2, . . . , 34-N, 5 
respectively, and to store that information in the local 
database 30. If desired, multiple local databases may be 
used, such as one for each SIRViS. 

Because information is retrieved by the SIRViS automati- 
cally and stored in the local database, the speed at which a 1Q 
user can access and view this information is improved in 
comparison with conventional technologies. Moreover, 
because each SIRViS is customized to retrieve information 
for a particular subject area and to retain the structure in 
which that information is stored, the information is stored in 
the local database in a far more organized manner than with 15 
conventional information retrieval tools. The present 
invention, therefore, allows a user to access information on 
a given topic much more quickly and easily than with 
conventional information access tools. 

In addition to the functions described above, a SIRViS 20 
may include the capability to automatically update itself in 
order to identify newly available remote databases or to 
provide improved functionality. Thus, referring to FIG. 6, a 
SIRViS 226 according to one embodiment includes an 
update unit 44, in addition to the components mentioned 25 
above. The update unit 44 causes the SIRViS 226 to auto- 
matically update itself when an updated version is available, 
such as when the list of remote databases has been updated 
or when the program code has been improved. When a more 
updated version of the SIRViS is available, the update unit 
44 automatically causes the update to be downloaded to the 
client system 1 from a remote server. The update unit 44 may 
automatically query the IAS server 4 to determine if an 
update is available, or it may simply wait for a message from 
the IAS server 4 indicating that an update is available. 
Updating the SIRViS 22b may entail replacing or modifying 
the entire SIRViS 22b or particular components of the 
SIRViS 226, such as the agent 25, the control panel 26, 
and/or the content viewer 27. 

A SIRViS of the present invention may also include the 
capability to record accesses by a given user to particular 40 
pieces of content stored in a local database, and to report 
these accesses, either in real-time or in batch mode, to some 
remote database, such as the system server 4, or one of the 
content servers 2. This information may be used by the IAS 
or third parties to maintain user profiles. Accordingly, as 45 
shown in FIG. 6, the SIRViS 22b of the present invention 
includes a reporting unit 42 for performing these recording 
and reporting functions. Note that while the reporting unit 42 
and the update unit 44 are shown as components of the 
SIRViS 226, alternatively they may be provided as separate 50 
entities which function independently of the SIRViS 226. 

Thus, an agent based on-line information retrieval and 
viewing system has been described. Although the present 
invention has been described with reference to specific 
exemplary embodiments, it will be evident that various 55 
modifications and changes may be made to these embodi- 
ments without departing from the broader spirit and scope of 
the invention as set forth in the claims. Accordingly, the 
specification and drawings are to be regarded in an illustra- 
tive sense rather than a restrictive sense. eo 

What is claimed is: 

1. A device for providing a plurality of local users with 
information stored remotely on a network, the device com- 
prising: 

a rule generation unit configured to define, for each of the 65 
plurality of local users, a set of search rules applicable 
to a predefined subject; and 
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a search agent configured to retrieve information on only 
the predefined subject from a database on the network 
based on each set of search rules and to store the 
retrieved information in a local database. 

2. A device according to claim 1, further comprising a user 
interface configured to enable each of the plurality of local 
users to access, from the local database, the information on 
the predefined subject associated with the corresponding set 
of search criteria. 

3. A device according to claim 1, wherein the search agent 
is further configured to create an association in the local 
database between the retrieved information and particular 
ones of the local users based on the set of search rules used 
to retrieve the information. 

4. A device according to claim 1, wherein the information 
is stored in the remote database according to a structure, and 
wherein the agent is further configured to store the infor- 
mation in the local database according to said structure. 

5. A processing system for providing a plurality of local 
users with information stored remotely over a network, the 
system comprising: 

a first user interface for enabling each of a plurality of 
local users to define a different corresponding set of 
search rules applicable to a predefined subject; 

a search agent configured to receive each set of search 
rules and to automatically retrieve information on only 
the predefined subject from a database on the network 
based on each set of search rules and to store the 
retrieved information in a local database; and 

a second user interface for enabling each of the plurality 
of local users to access from the local database a 
portion of the information on the predefined subject 
associated with the corresponding set of search rules. 

6. A processing system according to claim 5, wherein the 
information stored in the remote database comprises a 
plurality of records, each of the records having a structure, 
and wherein the agent stores the information in the local 
database in the form of records having said structure. 

7. A processing system according to claim 5, further 
comprising an update unit for periodically determining 
whether an updated version of the search agent is available 
from a remote database and, if an updated version is 
available, for retrieving the updated version. 

8. A processing system according to claim 5, further 
comprising an update unit for periodically determining 
whether an updated version of any of the search agent, the 
first user interface, or the second user interface is available 
from a remote database and, if an updated version is 
available, for retrieving the updated version. 

9. A processing system according to claim 5, further 
comprising a reporting unit for automatically reporting, to a 
remote computer system, accesses to the local database. 

10. A processing system according to claim 9, the report- 
ing unit further for reporting accesses to particular types of 
content in the local database, 

11. A processing system according to claim 9, the report- 
ing unit further for reporting accesses to the local database 
by a particular user. 

12. A processing system according to claim 5, the second 
user interface comprising: 

means for receiving user inputs identifying one of the 
local users; and means for retrieving from the local 
database only a portion of the information on the 
predefined subject, the portion corresponding to the set 
of search rules associated with said one of the local 
users; and 

means for outputting the portion of the information. 
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13. A local computer system connected to a plurality of 23. A method according to claim 20, wherein said gen- 
remote computer systems on a network, the local computer erating comprises inputting each set of search criteria at one 
system comprising: processing system on the network, the network comprising 

a plurality of user interface units configured to receive a plurality of processing systems, 
user inputs, each user interface unit associated with as 24. A method according to claim 23, wherein said out- 
different one of a plurality of subject areas each user m comprises outputting the portion of the information 
interface unit further configured to receive, from each £ rtw ° . . * cT.t™ 
- 11-* r * ♦ p ui„ from said one processing system, 
of a plurality of users, a separate set of search rules „ A , , ,. , . ™ , . . » 
relating to the associated subject area; 25 ' method according to claim 20, wherein the infor- 

a plurality of agents, each agent associated with one of the 10 matl0D 15 st ° red m the remote database according to a 

subject areas, each agent configured to retrieve infer- structure, and wherein storing the retrieved informaUon in a 

mation related to the associated subject area from at local database comprise storing the information in the local 

least one of the remote computer systems based on at database using the same structure in which said information 

least one specified set of search rules and to store the was stored in the remote database. 

retrieved information in a local database; and 26. A method according to claim 20, further comprising 

a plurality of viewing units, each viewing unit configured 15 reporting accesses to the local database to a remote com- 

to retrieve information from the local database corre- puter system. 

sponding to one of the subject areas in response to 27. A method according to claim 26, wherein said report- 
inputs from any of the plurality of users and to display ing accesses comprises reporting accesses to particular types 
the retrieved information. of content in the local database. 

14. A local processing system according to claim 13, 20 28. A method according to claim 26, wherein said report- 
wherein each of the viewing units is further configured to ing accesses comprises reporting accesses to the local data- 
receive user inputs identifying one of the users and to by a particular user. 

retrieve from the local database information corresponding 29. A method of providing a plurality of local users with 

to the set of search rules associated with said one of the information stored remotely over a network, the method 

users - 25 comprising: 

15. A local processing system according to claim 13, . . 

further comprising a reporting unit for reporting accesses to us ' n S a computer system on the network to receive a set 

the local database to a remote computer system. of ™* in P uts &om each of the P luraht y local users, 

16. A local processing system according to claim 13, each set of user in P uts for creatlD S a set of mles 
wherein the information is stored in each of the remote 30 for the corresponding local user for a predefined sub- 
computer systems according to a structure, and wherein the J ect i 

agent maintains each said structure when storing the infor- retrieving information relating to only the predefined 

mation in the local database. subject from a remote database on the network; 

17. A local processing system according to claim 13, storing the retrieved information on the predefined subject 
further comprising an update unit configured to periodically 35 m a j Qcal database- 
determine whether an updated version of the search agent is ' . 

available from a remote database and, if an updated version receiving a set of user inputs from one of the local users; 

is available, to retrieve the updated version. and 

18. A local processing system according to claim 13, responding to the set of user inputs by retrieving from the 
further comprising a reporting unit configured to report local database a portion of the information on the 
accesses to the local database to a remote computer system. 40 predefined subject, the portion corresponding to the set 

19. A local processing system according to claim 13, of search rules associated with said one of the local 
wherein the network is a wide area network. users, and by outputting the information to said one of 

20. A method of providing a plurality of local users with the local users. 

information stored remotely on a network, the method 30. A method according to claim 29, wherein receiving 

comprising: 45 the set of user inputs from said one of the local users 

for each of the plurality of local users, generating a unique comprises using the computer system to receive the set of 

set of search criteria relating to a single, predefined user inputs from said one of the local users; and wherein 

subject; outputting the information to said one of the local users 

retrieving information relating to only the predefined 5Q comprises using the computer system to output the infor- 

subject from a database on the network based on each mation to said one of the local users. 

set of search criteria; and 31. A method according to claim 29, wherein the infor- 

storing the retrieved information in a local database mation * stored in the retnote database according to a 

accessible to the plurality of local users. structure, and wherein storing the retrieved information m a 

21. A method according to claim 20, wherein said storing « local database comprise storing the information in the local 
comprises creating an association in the local database database usmg the same stnicture in which said mformation 
between the retrieved information and particular ones of the was stored m lhe remote database. 

local users based on the set of search criteria used to retrieve 32 - A Processing system for providing a plurality of local 

the information users Wltn recoro1s stored remotely, the processing system 

22. A method according to claim 20, further comprising: 60 comprising: 

receiving a query, the query including information iden- a firsl user interface to enable each of a plurality of local 

tifying one of the local users; and t0 define a different corresponding set of search 

retrieving from the local database only a portion of the mles applicable to a predefined subject; 

information on the predefined subject, the portion cor- a remote database having a plurality of records with a 

responding to the set of search criteria associated with 65 structure; 

said one of the local users; and a search agent to receive each set of search rules and to 

outputting the portion of the information. automatically retrieve records on only the predefined 
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subject from the remote database based on each set of 
search rules and to store the retrieved records in a local 
database with the same structure as the remote data- 
base; and 

a second user interface to enable each of the plurality of 5 
local users to access from the local database a portion 
of the records on the predefined subject associated with 
the corresponding set of search rules. 
33. A method of providing a plurality of local users with 
information stored remotely on a network, the method 1C 
comprising: 

receiving from a plurality of user interface units a corre- 
sponding set of search criteria; 



generating unique sets of search criteria relating to pre- 
defined subjects; 

retrieving from a remote structured database on the net- 
work only those records relating to the predefined 
subjects based on the unique sets of search criteria; 

storing on a local computer system the retrieved records 
in the same structure as the remote structured database; 
and 

presenting to the plurality of user interface units records 
retrieved from the local computer system correspond- 
ing to the set of search criteria. 
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